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Thousands of books have been published about Lincoln—more than 15,000, according to one count several years ago. More, of course, have been added since. The vast majority are nonfiction. More books, it is said, have been written about Lincoln than any other person in history except Jesus Christ. But you must read this book.


This is the best book about Abraham Lincoln I’ve ever read. Why? In most books about him, you learn something about his life and times, his policies, the Civil War, and so on. But in the end, there is still something unapproachable about him. He’s still that rigid, copper image staring toward the edge of the penny.


This novel turns that copper face into a walking, talking, breathing fellow. And we walk right beside him, through the most catastrophic years in American history. John Cribb has brought Lincoln to life for us. We are with him for every blow and triumph of his journey and come to know his heart and soul as he fights to save the Union.


In this novel, we pace the White House hallways with Lincoln, groping for answers. We stand with him over the hospital beds of wounded Union and Confederate soldiers, and we walk the streets of a smoldering, fallen Richmond with him, studying the faces of defeated countrymen.


Old Abe bulges with epic scenes from American history, but it’s also full of those moments, sometime crushing, that make up life. The afternoons Lincoln sits alone in the bedroom where his son Willie died. The night he tries, without success, to dash inside the blazing White House stables to save his boys’ ponies. The day he realizes that all the destruction and loss is too much for Mary, his wife, and that they are slipping away from each other.


I asked John Cribb why he wrote this book, and he said, “Because I love Lincoln, and I want others to know and love him, too.” That you will. This book makes you love Lincoln. We all know what happens to him in the end, but as the end draws near, you will not want it to happen, and you’ll weep for him when it does.


Since his death, Lincoln has fascinated people, both in his own country and abroad. Leo Tolstoy once told a journalist from the New York World about a time he was traveling in a wild region of the Caucasus and stayed with a tribe of mountain horsemen. After sharing a meal, he told the chief and “a score of wild-looking riders” about famous statesmen and generals such as Napoleon.


“When I declared that I had finished my talk,” Tolstoy related, “my host, a gray-bearded, tall rider, rose, lifted his hand and said very gravely:


But you have not told us a syllable about the greatest general and greatest ruler of the world. We want to know something about him. He was a hero. He spoke with a voice of thunder; he laughed like the sunrise and his deeds were strong as the rock and as sweet as the fragrance of roses…. His name was Lincoln, and the country in which he lived is called America, which is so far away that if a youth should journey to reach it, he would be an old man when he arrived. Tell us of that man.


“‘Tell us, please, and we will present you with the best horse of our stock,’ shouted the others.”


Tolstoy told them of Lincoln’s wisdom, home life, and youth. “They asked me ten questions to one which I was able to answer. They wanted to know all about his habits, his influence upon the people and his physical strength…. After all my knowledge of Lincoln was exhausted they seemed to be satisfied. I can hardly forget the great enthusiasm which they expressed in their wild thanks…. This little incident proves how largely the name of Lincoln is worshipped throughout the world and how legendary his personality has become.”


If a score of wild-looking riders in the remote Caucasus were so eager to learn about Lincoln, then surely we Americans should want to know him, too, even now in the twenty-first century when he often seems as far away as he did to those horsemen.


Why is his life still so worth knowing?


One answer is his deeds, deeds as “strong as the rock and as sweet as the fragrance of roses,” as the chieftain put it. He led the effort to save the Union and free the slaves. For those actions alone, he deserves to be studied and remembered.


Another answer lies in the principles he defended, especially those enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, his favorite founding document. Growing up on the American frontier, he soaked up the ideals that all are created equal and endowed by their Creator with the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. He fought for those ideals until his last breath.


Lincoln once called America “the last best hope of earth,” a phrase I borrowed for the title of my history of the United States, America: The Last Best Hope, because it perfectly captures how millions have viewed this nation. Lincoln knew that throughout history, the vast majority of people had lived with little or no freedom under the rule of kings, emperors, and tyrants. He realized that the world had been waiting centuries for the kind of liberty America stood for. He believed that if the Union fractured and the American experiment failed, it would be a severe blow to worldwide hopes for freedom for a very long time. His wisdom regarding America and its principles is still worth learning.


A third answer comes in the magnificent words he left behind. The late Lincoln scholar Don E. Fehrenbacher wrote that Lincoln’s words have become part of “the permanent literary treasure of the nation.” Generations of schoolchildren have memorized the Gettysburg Address. (One hopes that some still do.) Millions have stood enraptured at the Lincoln Memorial, in the shadow of the giant statue of the seated Lincoln, reading the words of the Gettysburg Address and Second Inaugural Address carved on the memorial’s walls. His words will live as long as the idea of America lives.


The fourth answer to the question “Why know this man’s life?” is his life itself. Tolstoy said that Lincoln’s greatness “expresses itself altogether in his peculiar moral power and in the greatness of his character.” There is much to learn from the example of the virtues he embodied.


His perseverance is awe inspiring. It was a trait he no doubt learned growing up on the frontier, where you either persevered or died. During the Civil War, he suffered through four years of loss and destruction. Many in the North were willing to give up. Not Lincoln. He used to compare himself to a man trying to keep a storm from blowing down his tent. He kept driving tent pegs into the ground as fast as the wind could pull them up. “I mean to keep pegging away, pegging away,” he told people.


His boundless compassion was, I think, one reason he often struck people as looking sad. He reveled at any chance to pardon a soldier who had been court-martialed for falling asleep on duty or going home without leave to see his family. Slavery offended not only his great sense of justice, but his sense of compassion. It is no coincidence that the president who issued the Emancipation Proclamation was a man of tremendous empathy.


He possessed a humble eagerness to learn. The boy who had less than a year of formal schooling really would walk miles on the Indiana frontier to lay his hands on a book. As president, he borrowed books from the Library of Congress to study up on military tactics. He was a great listener and chose his cabinet, which included political rivals, in part because he knew they were men from whom he could learn.


We can’t say that the man called Honest Abe never told a lie, but he was a man of the highest integrity. As a young fellow, he famously walked several miles to return six and a quarter cents overpaid by a customer at the store where he clerked. A bit later, when a little general store he co-owned went belly-up, he repaid every penny of his debt, even though it took several years. When the Civil War went badly, political enemies called him confused, incompetent, out of his league. But his allies knew that he was a good, decent man, and that helped them be sure they were fighting for a cause that was good and decent.


He was a man of great faith, even though he never formally joined a church. He knew the Bible perhaps better than any president before or since and turned to it frequently in the White House. As the war deepened, he came to view himself as a “humble instrument in the hands of the Almighty.” His faith not only gave him strength; at war’s end it gave him the wisdom to tell Northerners that the time had come not for revenge, but for charity.


This is the man we find in the pages of this wonderful novel, a giant of a man, but also a real man, the man those wild riders in the Caucasus wanted to know.


In the past few decades, there has been a strong inclination in American letters to knock great figures off their pedestals, often, it seems, for no other reason than to see them shatter. Old Abe is something different. It portrays Lincoln as a flesh-and-blood man but also a great man—the great American hero who embodies this country’s finest ideals. And that, I believe, is exactly who he was.


As Tolstoy said, “He was great through his simplicity and was noble through his charity. Lincoln is a strong type of those who make for truth and justice, for brotherhood and freedom. Love is the foundation of his life. That is what makes him immortal and that is the quality of a giant.”


In these pages, as we grow close to Lincoln, we come to know his deeds, his words, and those principles he so fiercely defended. Most of all, we come to know his life and his virtues. He was not a perfect man, but he was a darned good one. And darned good men are worth knowing and loving.


As Lincoln’s journey unfolds, Old Abe chronicles the times in which he lived. It probes the character and spirit of America. This is a story that involves much suffering and loss, but in the end it is a hopeful story, both for Lincoln and the nation.


We live in a time in which many Americans feel uncertain about the future and worry about the direction the country is headed. Distrust of major institutions is at historic highs. People yearn for true leaders. They will find such a leader in this novel—one of the greatest American leaders, the one who set the country on track to becoming a great nation.


—WILLIAM J. BENNETT
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This is a work of fiction. There are many fine biographies of Abraham Lincoln, but because of nonfiction’s constraints, they can go only so far in portraying his thoughts and feelings. I’ve chosen to tell Lincoln’s story through fiction so you and I can step into his world, walk with him, and intimately know this extraordinary man.


Though this is a novel, I’ve tried to give an accurate depiction of Lincoln in the last five years of his life. I’ve turned to hundreds of primary and secondary sources, drawing on the words of Lincoln and his contemporaries when possible. For example, in the first chapter, when I write that the Illinois Republicans picked him up and passed him hand-to-hand over their heads to the front of their makeshift convention hall in Decatur, and that Lincoln says the split rails his cousin John Hanks brought to the convention “don’t look like they’re a credit to their maker,” it’s because an eyewitness tells us that is what happened. In many cases, I’ve taken artistic license to provide details of action and dialogue, and I’ve occasionally bent the timeline for minor events, but I’ve tried to stay faithful to the historical record.


I hope this book brings Lincoln to life and that it helps you better understand the tragic circumstances he faced and the heroic service he rendered to a nation that seemed hopelessly divided.
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THE ASCENT


May 1860 to February 1861
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MAY 9, 1860


He squatted on his heels at the back of the huge Wigwam, head down, whittling on a pine stick while three thousand farmers and shopkeepers whooped for joy around him. Men jostled past each other in the aisles of the convention hall, which the citizens of Decatur had thrown together with a few sticks of lumber and a rented circus tent. A blacksmith with too much corn whiskey in his belly climbed one of the poles holding up the Wigwam’s canvas roof and shouted that he could see the Promised Land. Nearby, a miller and a grocer started a good-natured brawl over the rights of man that ended with the blacksmith dropping an empty flask from atop the pole onto the grocer’s head.


Outside, one or two thousand more people milled about Decatur’s streets, taking turns sticking their heads through the tent flaps to see what the Illinois Republicans were doing at their state convention.


A booming, determined voice from the front of the hall broke over the crowd: “I am informed that a distinguished citizen of Illinois, one whom Illinois will ever delight to honor, is present, and I wish to move that this body invite him to a seat on the platform—Abraham Lincoln!”


He barely had time to drop the pine stick before a dozen hands grabbed him and hoisted him into the air. A roar of assent shook the Wigwam’s timbers and set its canvas roof flapping. The next thing he knew, he was being passed forward, rolling and sprawling, hand-to-hand over laughing, upturned faces. He went dangling and turning to the platform, clutching his stovepipe hat and wondering if the tumultuous ride would make his undergarments show.


More hands grabbed him and set him down on the stage. A tempest of cheering burst over three thousand heads. Hats went soaring to the roof as if men would never again need hats.


“Speech! Speech!”


He tried to say something, but the booming, determined voice that had called out his name beat him to it.


“An old Democrat outside has something he wants to present to this meeting!” it announced.


“Receive it! Receive it!” the delegates shouted.


The crowd parted, and Abraham saw his cousin John Hanks enter the hall. For an instant, thirty years melted away, and it seemed like it was only yesterday that the two of them had been rough-hewn youths toiling beside the lazy Sangamon River and Decatur was little more than an unfinished log courthouse in a stump-filled clearing. Together they had split fence rails by the hundred and busted sod to plant corn on acres of hard-baked Illinois prairie. They had loaded a raft with pork, corn, and wheat and floated it down the Sangamon into the Illinois River and then down the great Mississippi itself all the way to New Orleans, just about the grandest adventure any frontier boy could hope to have.


Now here came good old John Hanks marching down the aisle, sporting a bushy gray beard. Another grizzled farmer came with him. Each carried upright a gray fence rail decorated with red, white, and blue streamers. Stretched between the two rails was a banner reading, “Abraham Lincoln—The Rail Candidate for President in 1860.”


Hats, canes, coats, and newspapers went flying into the air again. Men stamped their feet and pounded their seats so hard, part of the canvas roof came down on their heads.


Abraham shook John’s hand while some of the delegates fixed the tent. His cousin’s face was weathered from seasons of burning suns and driving snows, but it was still the good, solid face Abraham had always known, with an honest gaze carved into it.


“It took a while, but I found some of the fences we built still standing,” John grinned. “They asked me what kind of work you used to be good at. I told them not much of any kind but dreaming, though we did split a lot of rails when we were clearing land.”


A chant rose from the crowd: “Identify your work! Identify your work!”


Abraham blushed. “I don’t know that I can. That was a long time ago.”


“Identify your work!”


He examined the rails, peering through the colored streamers to see the wood.


“What kind of timber are they?” he asked.


“Honey locust and black walnut.”


“They don’t look like they’re a credit to their maker.”


“Identify your work!”


“Well, boys, it may be that I mauled these rails. I can only say that I’ve split a great many better-looking ones.”


There was enough screaming and shaking to put the whole roof in danger of falling, and heaven with it. Delegates shouted that Old Abe was the original Rail Splitter. They yelled to each other that his politics, like his rails, were straight and made of sound timber. Everyone whooped until they were hoarse, and then they set about passing a resolution that Abraham Lincoln was the choice of the Republican Party of Illinois to be president of all the United States.
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That evening he sprawled on the grass in a patch of woods near the Wigwam to talk over his next move with friends. Clouds of pink hung on the far side of tender yellow-green leaves. Pollen on the ground left yellow-green smudges on the seats of the men’s black trousers and the elbows of their sleeves.


The Republicans’ national convention, to be held in Chicago, was only a week away. Judge David Davis, who had ruled on scores of cases Abraham had tried, would go as the head of the Lincoln delegation. A huge man who tipped the scales at nearly three hundred pounds, Davis handled the prairie lawyers appearing before his bench like a firm, genial father presiding over two or three dozen rowdy sons at the dinner table. Norman Judd, a friend who served on the Republican National Committee, would also be a Lincoln delegate in Chicago.


“I want Gustave Koerner to go,” Abraham said. “He’ll carry weight with the German vote. And Orville Browning. We’ll need his ties to the old-line Whigs.”


“We’ll need Logan and Swett and Jesse Fell there with us, too,” Judge Davis said. He wallowed in the pollen like a big goose plum rolled in sugar. “And Yates and Dubois.”


“Yes. And take Hill Lamon. He knows how to twist a few arms. And Billy Herndon, of course.”


Excitement pulsed through the circle of men laying plans in the grove. Arguments over protecting slavery had begun to splinter the Democratic Party. Whoever won the Republican nomination in Chicago stood an excellent chance of becoming the next president.


“All the Illinois delegates will give you their votes on the first ballot,” Judd said in a candid tone. “After that, they’ll start to drift away to Seward or Bates.”


“That’s right,” Abraham said. “I might get around a hundred votes. I have a notion that’ll be the high mark for me.”


The others nodded. None expected him to be the national party’s nominee. It was best to say it aloud. But deep inside each of them, including Abraham, a little voice whispered: there’s always the slim chance things could go our way.


After all, stranger things have happened in politics, he thought. It’s a long shot, but it’s a shot all the same. Anyway, it’s a triumph to have my name in the running, no matter how it turns out. It’s hard to believe I’ve made it this far.


They assessed the other candidates’ weaknesses. William Henry Seward of New York, the favorite to win the nomination, was immensely popular, but to many voters unacceptably radical. He would not be able to carry Pennsylvania, Indiana, Illinois, or New Jersey—crucial states in the general election. Salmon Chase of Ohio was even more radical than Seward and had made plenty of enemies. More than a few Ohio Republicans said they would vote for anyone but Chase. Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania was plagued by rumors of greed and corruption. There were some who believed strongly that he was better suited for the penitentiary than the White House. Edward Bates of Missouri was a good man, but his association with the anti-immigrant Know Nothing Party in years past had angered German voters.


“You have the advantage of being none of those other fellows,” Davis said. “Give them space, and they might knock each other out of the running.”


“If I have any chance, it’s that most of the delegates will have no strong objection to me,” Abraham said. “I’m not the first choice of many, but most wouldn’t mind voting for me if they can’t have the man they prefer. Our policy should be to give no offense to others. Leave them in a mood to come to us if they have to give up their first love.”


Judge Davis grunted his approval. Everyone looked satisfied.


“Should I go to Chicago or stay behind?” Abraham asked.


“Stay home,” Davis said. “None of the other candidates will be there. If you go, it’ll look like you’re grasping. We’ll keep you informed.”


“All right.”


“A pledge or two may be necessary to round up votes when the pinch comes.”


“Make no contracts that will bind me,” Abraham cautioned. “I can’t be bound by promises I don’t make myself.”


The meeting broke up. He shook each man’s hand and thanked him as they walked out of the grove.


“Keep the faith and stick to your guns,” he told them. “Stand together, ready, with match in hand.”


His outlook turned doubtful again as he walked to the hotel with Judge Davis. All this talk about being president is just foolishness, he thought. My father would tell me to stop dreaming my life away.


“I reckon I haven’t a chance in a hundred,” he said. “But it’s honor enough to be talked about for the job. Anyway, who knows what will happen.”


He brushed the pollen off his pants.


Events, not a man’s exertions on his own behalf, make presidents, he told himself.
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MAY 18, 1860


This was no day for sleeping late. He was up before the rest of Springfield, stirring coals, fetching wood, feeding the horse. His morning chores finished, he went to the sitting room, stretched out on the floor with his shoulders against an overturned chair, and pored over a black notebook containing information he had compiled about delegates to the Republicans’ national convention in Chicago and the candidates they were likely to support. He ran his finger down columns showing clues—who could be trusted to stand fast, who might be swayed, who was a lost cause.


When he ran out of columns and figures to ponder, he rose and went to the kitchen. Mary was stewing some rhubarb to make jam. Like Abraham, she had tossed and turned all night.


“Well, Mr. Lincoln, I’ve always said you would be president someday,” she reminded him cheerfully.


“Yes, you have.”


It was true. Since the days of their courtship, when he was a young lawyer and representative in the Illinois legislature, struggling to make a name for himself, she had told friends he was destined for the White House. Her tone had often left people wondering if the prediction was a joke or not. She was dead serious about it. Mary had always carried more passion and resolve than her five-foot-two-inch frame would seem to hold.


“After today they’ll begin to understand how right I was,” she said.


“I wish I had your confidence.”


“I have enough in you for both of us.” She said it matter-of-factly, but he could tell by the little crease in her brow that she was just as nervous as he was.


Willie and Tad came scampering through the kitchen in pursuit of Fido, their yellow mutt, who was in pursuit of a black-and-white cat Abraham had never seen before.


“G’ab him, Papa-day, g’ab him!” Tad yelled as they raced by.


Cat, dog, and boys tumbled out the door into the backyard.


“I don’t trust that man Seward,” Mary said darkly. “He’s a snake in the grass. If we lose, it will be because the New Yorkers have spread their dirty bribe money all the way from Manhattan to Chicago.”


She gave him an egg with a piece of toast for breakfast. He wasn’t hungry but ate anyway to please her, then gulped down a cup of coffee as he put on his tie and coat.


“Send word when you know anything certain,” she said.


“I’ll bring you word myself,” he promised, kissing her on top of her head.


He walked two blocks west on Jackson Street, past white picket fences and tidy clapboard homes, then three blocks north on Sixth. The sharp, pleasant smell of chimney smoke mixed with the fragrance of lilacs in bloom. The sun was just touching the golden-brown limestone walls of the statehouse when he stepped onto Springfield’s town square. At Candless & Co. Groceries on Fifth Street, a clerk set bags of flour on the sidewalk for display. Horses stood at hitching posts, heads down, daydreaming on their hooves. A farmer with spring planting on his mind sauntered by, scouting windows of hardware stores before going inside to make his purchases.


Abraham climbed the stairs to his second-floor law office on the west side of the public square, flopped onto the firm’s old sofa, and tried to read a newspaper. Two hundred miles away in Chicago, ten thousand men with political fire in their bellies and last night’s whiskey on their breaths were converging on a ramshackle wooden Wigwam, this one cavernous enough to swallow whole the meeting hall in Decatur.


Judge Davis and his team of operatives had been up there for days, prodding and sweet-talking delegates from other states, telling them why they must pass over William Henry Seward, and that Abraham Lincoln was as true and honest a man as ever lived, the right man to split rails and maul Democrats. Today the delegates would choose their nominee, and Abraham was more fidgety than he had expected.


My God, what will I do if I actually win? he thought.


Cryptic telegrams had been arriving from Davis and his team the past few days. “We are quiet but moving heaven and earth. Nothing will beat us but old fogy politicians.” Who knew what sort of horse-trading they were doing up there to win votes? Probably gambling him all around and selling him a hundred times. He had fired off a telegram, reminding them of his instructions: “I authorize no bargains and will be bound by none.” More cryptic messages had come back. “Am very hopeful. Don’t be excited. Nearly dead with fatigue.” And yesterday, this one: “Things are working; keep up a good nerve—be not surprised at any result.”


Reading the newspaper was no good. He went back outside and crossed the square to the ball alley. A few friends were there for a morning game of fives, which involved knocking a handball against a brick wall in a vacant lot. They asked him to join them and were good enough to not talk much about the convention. Whacking the handball helped calm him down. One of the fellows mentioned that Jim Conkling, another attorney, had returned from Chicago on the night train. Abraham walked back over to Fifth Street, climbed the stairs to Conkling’s law office above Chatterton’s jewelry store, and stretched out on an old settee to interrogate his friend.


“The Sewardites have repulsed more votes than they’ve bought,” Conkling chortled. “They’re a horde of political pirates, strutting around trying to buy off anyone in sight with their filthy New York lucre.”


“Did you talk to Davis?”


“You should see him, sitting behind his table at the Tremont House, dispatching operatives here and there. The man is a genius. Indiana is ready to go for you. So are a good number from Pennsylvania and New Jersey. If Seward isn’t nominated on the first ballot, you’ll win.”


“I think Chase or Bates will win, if not Seward.”


“You’ll be nominated by sundown.”


Abraham studied his shoes dangling over the end of the settee. That’s wishful thinking, he told himself. That’s all it is. Don’t start to believe it.


“Judd and Lamon have a little surprise,” Conkling laughed again. “They’ve printed up extra tickets to the convention and handed them out to Lincoln men with voices loud enough to shout across Lake Michigan. I imagine there are more than a few Sewardite spectators who can’t find a seat in the Wigwam right about now.”


Abraham winced. He would rather not know about such tricks. Still, it was a good one.


“Well, Conkling, I believe I’ll go to my office and practice law,” he said.


By the time he got back to his office, a couple of young law students had taken up their stations and were busy flourishing pens against paper, copying something. “Hello, boys, what do you know?” he asked. They had heard nothing. He sat at his desk and shuffled through a stack of documents.


The Wigwam must be a bedlam, he thought. Names have been placed into nomination by now. They might even have gone through the first ballot. If Lamon and Judd had really managed to pack the hall, like Conkling said, there would be more noise than all the hogs in Illinois squealing all at once. Seward would have a few thousand backers of his own on hand to scream and yell just as loud. You would be able to drop a thousand steam whistles and a tribe of shrieking Comanches into that Wigwam and never hear a difference. He wished he could be there.


E. L. Baker, editor of the Illinois State Journal, burst through the door, waving a telegram. “First ballot results!” He threw it down on the desk and collapsed in a chair.


Seward 173 ½, Lincoln 102, Bates 48, Cameron 50 ½, Chase 49.


Abraham scrutinized the numbers, struggling to keep a blank face. His vote total was about what Davis was aiming for on the first round. That much was encouraging. But two hundred and thirty-three votes were needed to win. He was less than halfway there. Seward was already drawing close to the mark.


“It’s good news, don’t you think?” E. L. declared. “Better than we had a right to expect.”


“I’m not sure I like the looks of it,” Abraham frowned. “About forty of my votes come from men pledged to me on the first ballot only. They’re mostly friends of Bates. If I lose them on the next ballot, I’m finished.”


He scoured the numbers for another minute, trying to solve a half-written equation that held the sum of his future.


“Why don’t we go over to your office,” he suggested. “We’ll get news faster there.”


On the way to the Journal, they passed the telegraph office on the north side of the square.


“Let’s stop here for a minute,” Abraham said. “It’s about time for the second ballot to come.”


Upstairs, a cluster of men giddy with anticipation surrounded the telegraph. The key was clattering away. The operator wrote out a message and handed it to Abraham in the cool, professional way the telegraph men dispensed all news, from the birth of a baby to the end of the world.


Seward 184 ½ votes, Lincoln 181.


He stared hard at the numbers, shocked at the collapse in the margin between them. He was only three and a half votes behind now. The other candidates were fading.


Davis and his team were doing it—by God, somehow they were actually doing it. He tried to think where seventy-nine new votes could have come from. The Pennsylvanians must have come through. Seward had gained only eleven votes. All the color would be draining out of the New Yorkers’ faces right about now.


No one spoke a word in the telegraph office. All eyes were on him.


“I have no fault to find with this,” he said weakly. “I believe they might well nominate me on the next ballot.”


No one offered congratulations. They didn’t want to jinx it. The little crowd followed him out of the telegraph office to the Journal’s office on Sixth Street. Abraham dropped into a chair and made small talk with friends gathering in the room. It was hard to focus on what they were saying. The scene before him appeared strangely remote and subdued. He had the same feeling he had experienced on his wedding day more than seventeen years earlier, the sensation that it was all happening to some other fellow named Abraham Lincoln. The sharp, heady smell of ink and paper filled the office, the smell of liberty and struggle and corruption and redemption all mixed together.


E. L. pushed into the room, waving two new dispatches. He pumped Abraham’s right hand and thrust the telegrams into his left.


One was from John Wilson, superintendent of the Illinois and Mississippi Telegraph Company. It read simply, To Lincoln: You are nominated.


The other telegram came from Nathan Knapp, one of Judge Davis’s army in Chicago: We did it. Glory to God!


He had won on the third ballot with three hundred and sixty-four votes.


Good God, he thought. Is this true?


The newsroom broke out in hurrahs. Every man wanted to shake every other man’s hand. Everyone wanted to read the dispatches for himself, to make sure it was really true. Someone called for three cheers for the next president. Someone else yelled out a window, “Lincoln is nominated! Lincoln is nominated!” Through the noise, they could almost hear the pandemonium erupting far away at Chicago’s Wigwam, where thousands shouted through tears of joy, black hats went flying into the air like swarms of hornets, steam whistles in boatyards and train yards screamed, and telegraph machines furiously clicked away to spread the news across the land.


Abraham accepted the congratulations as calmly as he could. He felt excited but not euphoric—more like numbness tinged with disbelief. Perhaps euphoria would come later.


“Gentlemen, there is a little woman over on Eighth Street who is probably more interested in this news than I am,” he said after a minute. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go home and give it to her.”


Most of the men followed him out of the newspaper office. Word had already traveled around the square. Shoppers and storekeepers hurried out of doorways to share the news. Church bells began to ring. The ballplayers in the alley stopped their game to salute him.


“Well, boys, you’d better shake my hand now while you can,” he laughed, beginning to feel a little giddy. “Honors elevate some men, you know.”


Friends and strangers reached toward him. Guns fired into the air. A man stuck his head out an upstairs window to sound a bugle as he passed. People trailed him, laughing and shouting like children skipping after the tall, thin Pied Piper.


There would be no need to tell Mary. The news had gone faster than he could. As he strode down Eighth Street, anxious to embrace her, he saw her standing at their front gate, beaming, waiting with reassurance and joy.
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MAY 19, 1860


The next morning he took a long walk, heading away from town on roads that cut through prairies and fresh green fields of corn. He couldn’t decide whether he felt like a man lost at sea or one with opportunities as wide as the blue sky.


He had always been a walker, starting back in his Kentucky childhood when he had followed his sister Sarah into the woods to fill pails with wild grapes and blueberries. In southern Indiana, where he had done most of his growing up, he would walk miles to lay his hands on a book. His cousin Dennis Hanks had teased him about it, saying, “There’s something peculiarsome about you, Abe, wanting to read so many books.” Abraham would smile and tell him: “The things I want to know are in books, Denny. My best friend is a man who can get me a book.”


During his teenage years, he often hiked to the Ohio River to sit on the bank and dream of being a captain on one of the proud, white steamboats that churned the water. The river was a good place to get away from his father, who was always pestering him to split rails or pull fodder. “Don’t fool around with more learning than you need,” Tom Lincoln would say. “Books don’t put food in your mouth. You can’t eat a book.”


Sometimes he had wandered the Indiana woods at night, pausing to sit beside his mother’s grave on a knoll close to the Lincoln cabin. He would try hard to remember Nancy Hanks Lincoln’s voice as she sang hymns at her spinning wheel before she grew ill, when he was only nine. She had called Abraham and Sarah to her bedside, told them to always be good, smiled her sweet smile for them to remember her by, and died. Tom sawed planks for her coffin while Abraham whittled the pegs to nail them together, and they lowered her into the ground.


Sister Sarah’s grave was nearby, next to the Little Pigeon Baptist Church. She died in childbirth along with her baby about ten years after their mother had passed away. Her grave was a good place to sit and ponder the knowledge that life was as swift as an arrow.


A stepmother had come into his life, Sally Johnston Lincoln, a tall, handsome woman with blue-gray eyes and black hair she always wore curled. She had been a godsend. When his father groused about the foolishness of wanting too much education, she found ways to help Abraham get his hands on books. She laughed at his jokes, like the time he dipped a young cousin’s feet in mud and lifted her up to make footprints that walked across the cabin ceiling. Sally Lincoln had always understood him better than Tom Lincoln could.


After Abraham helped his family move to Illinois, where the woods gave way to prairies covered with grass that stood taller than a man, he had struck out on his own. As postmaster of the village of New Salem, he had trekked into the countryside with letters for farmers’ wives, and his job as a surveyor had him lugging a compass and chain across Sangamon County. Running a general store, on the other hand, had not required much walking. Customers came to him, what few he had. But he had tramped from farm to farm while campaigning for the state legislature, and often he had walked with his eyes on Blackstone’s Commentaries while studying law.


In 1837, he had moved to Springfield, Illinois’s new state capital, to begin his law career while serving in the legislature. Almost three years later he began courting Mary Todd. From the beginning, friends had commented on how different they were. He was six-feet-four and rail thin. His face was leathery and craggy, with a nose too large, a jaw too long, and ears that stuck out too far. His course, dark hair rambled whichever direction it wanted. Folks used to laugh that he was the awkwardest fellow that ever stepped over a ten-rail snake fence.


Mary was more than a foot shorter and pleasingly plump. Her pretty face and charm had drawn the bachelors of Springfield toward her. The daughter of a prosperous Lexington, Kentucky, businessman, she grew up in luxury and attended the finest private academies, even learning to speak French. Abraham had grown up in one-room log cabins and done his schooling by littles—a little here and a little there whenever his father could spare him in the fields. But their quick wits, ambitions, and love of politics drew them together. During their courtship, Abraham had worn out the cow paths around Springfield, asking himself if it was lunacy for a fellow like him to propose to a girl like Mary Todd.


Their marriage wasn’t perfect, but whose is? Each had faults the other had to live with. Mary was spirited but had a temper. She had thrown hot coffee at him and even hit him across the nose with a piece of firewood in fits of rage. He was often moody, given to telling jokes and spinning yarns one minute, withdrawing and brooding the next.


But they loved each other deeply and leaned on one another. Their marriage had produced four wonderful sons. One of them, Eddie, had died of consumption when he was not yet four. The loss devastated them, but the shared pain brought them closer.


Bob, nearly seventeen, had always been a bright young fellow, though sometimes a little aloof. He resembled his mother more than his father, thank goodness. He had Mary’s firm smile and blue-gray eyes. He was getting ready to enter Harvard and talked of becoming a lawyer like his father, a prospect that filled Abraham with pride.


Willie, nine, was a gentle boy who loved books and writing poems. Mathematics and things mechanical fascinated him. He had a remarkable talent for memorizing railroad timetables and could recite them as easily as nursery rhymes.


“Illinois Central southbound, Galena to Cairo and all points between, departing Galena 6:45 p.m., arriving Amboy 12:50 a.m., Wapella 6:45, Centralia three o’clock, Cairo 9:45—All aboard!”


Willie liked to climb onto chairs and make his parents giggle at fire-and-brimstone campaign speeches full of hurrahs for the memory of Henry Clay and shouts of “Down with Stephen Douglas!” People said that Willie Lincoln was the true picture of his father, even in the way he carried his head tilted slightly toward his left shoulder when lost in thought. Abraham had not realized he carried his own head that way, but he asked Mary, and she laughed and said it was so.


Little Tad, seven, was sweet and lovable, too, though he sometimes showed flashes of the Todd temper. When he flew into one of his rages, Abraham would pick him up, hold him at arm’s length, and laugh while the boy flailed at the air and tried to kick his father in the face. But most of the time Tad was a happy little fellow, a bundle of energy, always bolting into a room in search of one toy or another he’d misplaced, hurling himself at his father like a miniature thunderbolt to give him a hug, then dashing away again. Abraham loved to carry Tad on his shoulders to market with a basket on one arm and Willie skipping along at the end of the other.


Tad was born with a cleft palate, which caused a speech defect. Mary fretted over the woes she feared it would eventually cause him. His teeth had come in crooked, which didn’t help. He had trouble saying his r’s. His attempts to say “Papa dear” came out as “Papa-day.”


“Papa-day! I don’t want to go to chu’ch!”


“But you must go to church, son.”


“I hate the suh-mons.”


“You mustn’t say that to Mr. Smith, Tad. You’ll hurt his feelings. He tries to give nice sermons.”


“He gives ho’ible suh-mons.”


“Now, Tad, don’t say that.”


“Plaguey old suh-mons, Papa-day! Plaguey old suh-mons!”
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Politics had fascinated Abraham since his youth at the Little Pigeon Creek settlement on the Indiana frontier, where neighbors had gathered around fireplaces to read aloud from newspapers about the exploits of Andy Jackson and speeches of Henry Clay. In Illinois, the villagers of New Salem had taken a liking to him and convinced him to run for the statehouse. He had served four terms in the legislature, building a reputation as an able Whig politician. A two-year term in the United States House of Representatives gave him a glimpse of politics in Washington, DC. In 1855, he had run for the United States Senate but had lost.


He tried for the Senate again in 1858, this time running against his longtime rival Stephen Douglas, a bantam rooster Democrat who stood just over five feet tall yet who, with ambition and fiery eloquence, had come to be known throughout the country as the Little Giant. In seven debates in eight weeks, in towns across Illinois, the two had traded arguments over the direction the country should take, especially involving slavery.


Abraham had brought to bear all his skills as a speechifier and courtroom lawyer, laying out his best arguments as to why slavery violated the sacred rights in the Declaration of Independence. Newspapers across the country took note of the debates. Many editors thought that Abraham got the better of Douglas in his arguments. In the end, Douglas had won election to the Senate, and it seemed that Abraham’s political career was over.


Now here he was, less than two years later, the nominee of the new Republican Party that had been founded to combat the evil of slavery. Yet as his star rose, the country was rushing toward an abyss.


Violence was in the air. Less than a year before, the white-bearded abolitionist fanatic John Brown had tried to incite a slave revolt by attacking the federal armory in the Virginia town of Harper’s Ferry. The raid, quickly put down by troops led by Colonel Robert E. Lee, had horrified North and South. Brown had gone to the gallows with a prophecy: “I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.”


Abraham had always hated slavery. But he had never been an abolitionist. Like many, he distrusted abolitionists’ thundering demands for immediate emancipation. Sudden freedom for millions of Negroes would be too much of a shock to the nation. It would be cruel to penniless, uneducated slaves to simply tell them, “All right, you are free. Now go and fend for yourselves.”


The best solution, it seemed to him, was to keep slavery from spreading beyond the South. Leave it alone where it already existed, but keep it out of the western territories, which would eventually enter the Union as new states. If slavery could be held in check, it could be gradually done away with. Allowing it to spread risked perpetuating it forever.


The nation was quickly coming to a place of stark moral choice between freedom and slavery, between right and wrong. A house divided cannot stand, he had warned during his second run for the Senate. The country could not endure forever half slave and half free. Eventually it had to be one or the other.


The choice was clear. The Declaration of Independence was right. All men, regardless of color, were created equal. All were meant to be free.


He walked as the sun climbed the prairie sky, listening to the wind pass over the corn and contemplating all these things: ambitions fulfilled and unfulfilled, struggles between right and wrong, and life as swift as an arrow.
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SUMMER 1860


A tanner with leathery skin and the odor of sulfur in his pores climbed the wide stairs of the statehouse, found the governor’s office, and went in to shake Abraham’s hand.


“Best of luck to you, Mr. President,” he said.


“Not yet,” Abraham smiled. “We shouldn’t count our chickens before they hatch.”


“Maybe yourn ain’t quite hatched,” the tanner said, “but they’re peeping sure.”


An old lady came with a pair of woolen socks she had knit to keep his feet warm in the White House.


“Thank you, madam,” he said, holding them up. “It looks like you got my latitude and longitude just right.” He handed the socks to his new secretary, John Nicolay, who gave a quiet “Humph!” before adding them to the day’s pile of gifts: two hats, an ax, a wedge, three flags, some books, a whistle made from a pig’s tail, a little statue of Abraham carved from a fence rail, and the rib of a huge buffalo fish someone had caught.


A long fellow from Missouri came to say he thought he was as tall as the Republican nominee. He looked confident until the nominee straightened himself up to stand back-to-back for measuring, then straightened himself up even more.


“There’s a good deal of come-out in me,” Abraham said. He came out a whole inch taller.


So it went, day in and day out, morning until evening. He received visitors in the governor’s office on the second floor of the statehouse, which Governor John Wood had kindly put at his disposal for the campaign. The door to the hall stayed open. Friends and strangers stopped by. They came to wish him luck or see what he looked like. Some wanted to stay and talk about slavery, some about tariffs, others about the Pony Express, or the failure of the Atlantic cable, or the Frenchman who had crossed the gorge at Niagara Falls on a tightrope. Some just stood and stared with open mouths. Abraham shook their hands, told them a joke or story, and sent them on their way.


Nicolay sat at a corner desk, working away with an occasional “Humph!” at a pile of incoming mail that, despite his best efforts, always seemed to grow. Twenty-eight years old, Bavarian born, efficient as a mechanical reaper, reliable as an ox, he was exactly what the besieged candidate required. His stern freckled face gave visitors pause. Nicolay organized the mail, took dictation, and answered queries, discretely when necessary. Some letters begged for an autograph and needed only a one-line response: “Dear Sir: You request an autograph, and here it is. Yours truly, A. Lincoln.” Responses to old friends like Nat Grigsby, a schoolmate during his youth on the Indiana frontier, needed more care: “You can vote for me if your neighbors will let you. I would advise you not to get into any trouble about it. Give my kindest regards to your brother Charles.”


A journalist from Baltimore came asking when Mr. Lincoln expected the divided house to fall.


“My friend, if I say anything new, someone will just twist it out of shape,” Abraham told him. “You’ll find everything you need to know about my positions in the speeches and statements I’ve made to date.”


“Can you assure the citizens of the South that their property will be safe?”


“I’ve given my views on that many times. It’s in print and open to all who will read. Those who won’t read or heed what I’ve already said publicly won’t read or heed a repetition of it.”


The journalist left disappointed. Nicolay scowled and let out a “Humph!” as he went out the door.


Republicans had decided to follow the custom of keeping their candidate at home in a dignified state of inactivity while allies campaigned for him. Hannibal Hamlin of Maine, the vice presidential candidate, was laying low as well. Abraham knew it was the right thing to do. There was no point in asking for trouble. But it made him feel like exactly what he was: a man used to roaming the prairies suddenly caged inside four walls.


He was left to read about the hurly-burly of the campaign—the Wide-Awake clubs marching through city streets at night in black capes while holding aloft bright, smoking torches; the rowdy barbecues; the orators braving rotten eggs; the giant banners proclaiming “Prairies on Fire for Lincoln!” and the faithful relieving their lungs with “Old Abe Lincoln came out of the wilderness, Out of the wilderness, Out of the wilderness….” to the tune of “The Old Gray Mare.”


A vast Republican campaign machine stayed busy manufacturing an image of Honest Old Abe the Rail Splitter. Republican newspapers boasted how he had split enough rails in his youth to reach from the North Pole to the South Pole. Old Abe was a scrupulous teller of truth, had never wronged anyone of a cent or spent a dollar not honestly earned. He possessed wisdom born of the log cabin, the rifle, the ax, and the plow. It was a strange and unsettling thing for Abraham to see them making him into something more than he was.


As many expected, the Democratic Party split over the slavery issue. Northern Democrats were running Stephen Douglas for president. The Little Giant broke with tradition and took to the stump, campaigning his heart out from New England to the West, stamping his feet and waving his fists, denouncing Republicans in his deep, booming voice. Southern Democrats nominated John Breckinridge of Kentucky. And a new party, the Constitutional Union Party, put forward John Bell of Tennessee.


The Democratic press had fun taking cracks at the Republican nominee. “Old Ape” was so ugly he could split rails by looking at them. He was a second-rate bumpkin, third-rate lawyer, and fourth-rate politician, a leader only in that he could lead cows to water.


The jibes did not bother Abraham. With the opposition divided, he was starting to believe he might actually win.


A banker from Chicago came to see him. The man waved a Southern newspaper, incensed over things it said. “They call you a mulatto, ‘an African gorilla,’ and ‘a nigger in principle,’” he fumed.


“They’ve said worse. I’m still standing.”


“They say that Republicans will destroy the white man, so the black man might be free!”


“I’ve said time and again I would not interfere with the institution of slavery in the states. But we can’t allow it to spread into the territories. I can’t make it any clearer.”


“They threaten to secede if you are elected.”


“The people of the South have too much good sense and good temper to attempt the ruin of the government.”


An artist came to paint his portrait. The man looked distraught when Abraham threw his angular form into a chair before the easel and ran his fingers through his hair until it stood out like an oven broom. The artist looked even more distraught when he realized his subject would keep hopping up to greet visitors.


Elmer Ellsworth dropped by with Willie and Tad hanging onto his coattails. The young man had recently moved from Chicago to Springfield to study law in Abraham’s office, though he spent most of his time campaigning for Republicans and enjoying his fame as colonel of the US Zouave Cadets, the most famous drill team in the land. He stood only five foot six, but his dark hazel eyes and enthusiasm for everything he tried always brought men under his spell. Abraham’s sons adored him.


“Elmer says he’ll teach us to march!” Willie announced.


“He’s going to make us Zouaves, Papa-day!” Tad said happily.


“I told them that if they want to march in my company, they must undergo the strictest discipline,” Ellsworth winked.


Abraham got down on the floor to spin a top that Willie had brought along. Tad wandered the room, investigating everything he could lay his hands on. He discovered the unfinished portrait of his father. “Look, Elme’! It’s anothe’ Old Abe!” he shouted in delight. Before anyone could stop him, he got hold of the paint, squeezed bright yellow and blue onto his palms, and smeared it on a wall. Ellsworth marched the boys home to have their hands and faces washed.


An old Democrat who said he was thinking of leaving his party stomped in to size up the Republican candidate. “They say you’re a self-made man,” he growled.


“Yes, sir. What there is of me is self-made.”


The man surveyed him with a careful eye. “Well, all I’ve got to say is that it was a damned bad job!” he said, and stomped out.


Another old Democrat came to see him in the evening, this one perhaps with more sympathy for rough-hewn edges.


“I’ll vote for you, Mr. Lincoln,” he said, “not because you once split rails for a living, but because you rose from a common laborer to the position you occupy today, without stooping to a mean thing or tampering with your integrity.”


“That’s a good one to end on,” Abraham told Nicolay. “I’m going home. We’ll do it again tomorrow.”


He found Willie and Tad standing on the terrace in front of the house, shouting “Vote for Old Abe!” at anyone coming down the street. Mary was in high spirits over some flattering words about her in the New York Evening Post.


“‘Whatever of awkwardness may be ascribed to her husband, there is none of it in her,’” she read aloud. “‘She converses with freedom and grace, and is thoroughly au fait in all the little amenities of society.’”


“What does ‘oh fay’ mean?” Abraham asked.


“It means, Mr. Lincoln, that I know the proper way to hold a fork, and you do not.”


He kicked off his shoes to let his feet breathe. “I received a letter from a little girl in Chautauqua County, New York,” he said. “She thinks I should grow a beard. She says all the ladies like whiskers, and that if I had a beard, they would tease their husbands to vote for me.”


“You might try it,” she said. That surprised him.


“You don’t think people would call it a piece of silly affection?”


“I think you would look like a statesman.” That surprised him, too.


“I’ll take that under advisement, Mrs. Lincoln,” he said. “There are some who would say that covering any portion of my face would do no injustice to the world.”
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SUMMER 1860


His law office just off the public square was a refuge from the stream of visitors at the statehouse. He sprawled out on the firm’s old sofa and rifled through a pile of newspapers.


“How’s your bones philosophy this morning?” he asked Billy Herndon, his junior partner.


“Fine-tuned as ever, Mr. Lincoln.”


“What news on the Rialto?”


“Widow Chase fell on a sidewalk and broke her leg. She wants to talk to you about suing the city.”


“Widow Chase is a good-looking woman. Half the fellows on the jury will vote to give her a thousand dollars in hopes of marrying her afterwards. What else?”


“Ben Horne owes us five dollars and says he can’t pay in cash. He wants to pay in chickens and firewood instead.”


“That’s all right. A big pile of firewood is as good as money in the bank. Anything else?”


“The Illinois Central sent a note for two hundred dollars. They’ll send two hundred more when proceedings in DeWitt County are concluded.”


“Well, Billy, all I can say is, thank the Lord for the Illinois Central.”


Billy grunted. He was by nature suspicious of big corporations like railroads, but he liked the retainers they paid.


Abraham rummaged more through the newspapers. “Looks like President Buchanan will veto the Homestead Bill. Says he fears the government doesn’t have the power to give away land to settlers.”


“That’s not what he fears,” Bill snorted. “He’s scared of western lands filling up with free-soilers who’ll vote to keep slavery out. He’s kowtowing to the South.”


“I suspect you’re right.”


“The man is an embarrassment to the republic. He’s enough to make a patriot’s cheek burn with shame!”


His cheeks were, in fact, aglow. Billy was like that, always quick to light up like a torch for noble causes. A lover of books and collector of knowledge—his office bookshelves were crammed with writers from John Locke to Emmanuel Kant—he declared he could feel truth in his bones when he found it. His backwoods bones philosophy guided his politics and a dreamy idealism.


“Well, Buchanan does have the whole country to think about, including the South,” Abraham mused. “A considerable portion of the country’s wealth is invested in slaves.”


“Ill-gotten wealth does no man any good.”


“That’s true.”


“It’s as true of nations as individuals,” Billy avowed. “All the ill-gotten gain wrenched by us from the Negro will eventually be taken from us, and we’ll be set back where we began.”


“That’s a rather direful prophecy.”


“Mark my words, Mr. Lincoln. I can see to the gizzard of the question.”


Abraham smiled. “I wonder if either of us will live to see the righting of so great a wrong.”


“We should put it to rights today, no matter the cost.”


“Billy, you’re too rampant and spontaneous.”


The younger man’s face fell.


“But only when it comes to your bones philosophy,” Abraham quickly added. “In matters of law, no one could ask for a better partner.”


He said it in all sincerity. Billy Herndon had long ago proven himself to be a loyal friend, hard worker, and able attorney. He was a skilled researcher and more than capable at drafting legal documents, leaving Abraham time for courtroom arguments and politics.


Abraham put down the newspaper and surveyed his office. It looked to be in its usual untidy state. Dusty stacks of pleadings and affidavits piled on the floor. Old secretary with pigeonholes stuffed full of papers. Bookcase crammed with musty legal tomes. Everything pretty much as it had been since the day fifteen years before when they first hung up a shingle reading Lincoln and Herndon outside their door.


He was fond of his office, but his favorite thing about work was traveling Illinois’s Eighth Judicial Circuit, which sprawled across much of the state. A small army of lawyers rode from town to town, along with Judge David Davis or another judge, trying cases as they went. When they reached a county seat, they shopped for clients, prepared their cases, went to trial, and collected their fees, sometimes all in one day. After court adjourned in one place, they followed the judge to the next courthouse. Along the way, they slept in dingy, flea-ridden taverns, two or three to a bed, eight or more to a room. A lawyer brave enough to travel the whole circuit faced a trip that covered hundreds of miles and took several weeks.


He liked the freedom of moving across the open prairies in the springtime, when the smell of moist loam was in the air and wildflowers covered the hills, and again in the autumn, when a soft golden haze filled the space between brown grass and sky. He rode behind Old Bob, his horse, in a buggy made for him by a Springfield blacksmith, his books and clean shirts stuffed into a striped carpet bag, important papers tucked away in his tall hat. On the seat next to him rode a faded green umbrella, its knob gone, the name “A. Lincoln” sewn in white muslin letters inside, a piece of string tied around its middle to keep it from flapping open.
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